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FORT  OWEN 

STATE  MOUUMEHT 

Stevensville,  Montana 


HISTORY 


A  half  mile  north  of  Stevensville  in  the  shadow  of  the  snow- 
clad  Bitterroot  Mountains,   lies  the  remains  of  Montana's  oldest 
white  settlement.  Fort  Owen.     Dedicated  as  a  state  monument  in 
1956,  the  area  around  the  one-acre  fort  has  been  called  the 
"Montana  Genesis"  because  of  its  importance  in  our  state's  hist- 
ory.    Here,   the  first  cattle  herd  grazed,   the  first  attempt  at 
irrigation  was  made  and  the  first  school  was  held. 

Major  John  Owen  built  the  a.Cohe  barracks  and  timber  walls  in 
1850  after  purchasing  a  section  of  surrounding  land  from  Catholic 
missionaries  for  $250.     The  fort  flourished  for  a  quarter  century 
as  the  discovery  of  gold  in  Montana  funneled  people  through  the 
Bitterroot  Valley.     Owen's  cattle  herd  and  gristmill  fed  countless 
miners  and  homesteaders  while  his  sawmill  provided  lumber  for  their 
homes . 

In  1937  the  fort  site,   including  the  remains  of  the  original 
east  barracks,  was  purchased  and  partially  restored  by  a  local 
historical  society.     It  was  not  until  much  later,   however,  that 
the  site  was  donated  to  the  state  as  a  state  mounument.     Since  the 
1920s  archaeologists  and  historians  have  studied  the  site  in  search 
of  clues  to  our  history  and  as  a  prelude  to  preservation.     Over  a 
thousand  specimens  of  historical  interest  have  been  found  and  many 
details  of  the  original  fort  plan  have  become  evident. 
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EXISTIITG  USE,  ACCESS  MB  FACILITIES 

Since  the  turn  of  the  century,   the  land  surrounding  Fort  Owen 
has  been  a  working  cattle  ranch.     Even  today  the  ranch  headquarters 
lies  only  a  few  yards  from  the  fort  and  uses  the  same  one-eighth 
mile  gravel  access  road  from  the  Stevensville  highway. 

Recently,   the  Stevensville  Historical  Society,  using  the  pro- 
ceeds from  their  1970  book,  Montana  Genesis,  has  been  instrumental 
in  assisting  the  Parks  Division  with  the  restoration  and  interpre- 
tation of  the  fort  which  is  listed  on  the  National  Register  of  His- 
toric Places.     In  the  last  four  years  the  society  has: 

--received  by  donation  an  1380  vintage  log  cabin  home  which 
has  been  moved  to  Fort  Owen  and  restored. 

— located  and  partially  excavated  the  original  well  and  re- 
constructed  {from  early  photographs)   the  well  house. 

— built  an  outhouse  on  the  site  of  the  original — modern  on 
the  inside  but  keeping  the  outward  appearance  of  the  earlier 
structure . 

— put  on  display  a  late  1850  vintage  flag  copied  and 
sewn  for  the  society  by  future  homemakers  of  Stevens- 
ville    High  School. 

— installed  a  boardwalk  in  front  of  the  east  barracks 
constructed  by  the  vocational-education  shop  class  at 
Stevensville  High  School  from  plans  drawn  by  the  archi- 
tect from  early  photographs  and  descriptions. 

— with  the  approval  of  the  Fish  and  Game  Department  and 
with  the  help  of  funds  from  a  bicentennial  grant,  let 
a  contract  for  the  installation  of  drainage  tile  along 
the  foundations  of  the  original  walls,  buildings  and 
bastions.     This  work,   completed  in  1977,   is  the  neces- 
sary first  step  before  reconstructing  walls  and/or 
buildings  of  stabilized  adobe. 
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SPECIFIC  NEEDS 


The  project  to  restore  and  interpret  this  important  heritage 
property  is  finally  gaining   momentum.     We  must  not  allow  the 
efforts  of  volunteer  groups  and  individuals  to  be  negated.  Begin- 
ning in  1977  a  full-time  interpreter  has  been  stationed  at  the 
monument  each  season.     An  interpretive  system  is  now  desparately 
needed  as  well  as  the  long  awaited  and  much  needed  restoration  of 
the  fort  itself . 


Specific  needs  are: 


1.     Interpretation  $10,000.00 

There  were  other  planned  developments  outlined  originally. 
They  were : 


1. 

Top soil 

$  3,900.00 

2. 

East  Barracks 

27,000.00 

3. 

N  &  S  Bastion 

24, 700. 00 

4. 

Root  Cellar 

9,500.00 

5. 

West  Barracks 

39,700.00 

6. 

Walls 

31,100.00 

7. 

Stabilization 

2,200.00 

8  . 

Overhead-Contractors 

34,500.00 

9. 

Architect 

12,000.00 

10. 

Contingencies 

5,400.00 

TOTAL 

$190,000.00 

s  information  was  prepared  by  Architect  McDonald. 
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NEED  FOR  FUNDING 


To  date,  nearly  all  preservation  and  restoration  work  at 
Fort  Owen  has  been  accomplished  by  volunteer  groups  on  the 
promise  or  hope  that  the  state  would  continue  the  work. 

In  August,   1962,  the  governor  himself  stated  in  a  public 
address  that  "we  can  look  to  a  day  soon  when  Fort  Owen  will 
be  restored."     And  he  was  not  counting  on  the  task  to  be  com- 
pleted solely  by  volunteer  groups  when  he  said,   "It  is  the 
hope  of  all  of  us  that  more  funds  can  be  obtained  for  the 
State  Parks  Division  so  that  the  restoration  program  here  and 
in  other  parts  of  Montana  can  be  speeded  on  their  way." 

Today,  nearly  17  years  later,  these  volunteers  are  still 
hoping  that  the  State  of  Montana  may  yet  join  them  in  assuming 
the  responsibility  for  preserving  this  key  piece  of  our  heritage 


Prepared  by  Parks  Division 
Department  of  Fish  and  Game,  Helena,  Montana 


